The Ancient Worlds of Asia
brought from India. They were still a novelty amongst the flora of the Near East at this time and were greatly admired. Their branches were intertwined and their red and yellow fruit, says Masudi, hung amongst the foliage like so many stars. There were shrubs and scented plants everywhere and flocks of exotic birds.
None of the palaces in Baghdad has been described by contemporary historians in sufficient detail for us to picture their outward appearance or interior decoration. Our only knowledge of this type of building comes from the German archaeologists' excavations at Samarra, where Caliph Mutasim (A.D. 833-842), Harun al-Rashid's third son, transferred his residence from Baghdad in A.D. 836. This was over sixty miles upstream on the Tigris, and thus at a safe distance from the capital, where the excesses of his Turkish bodyguard amongst the local population had caused the Caliph continual embarrassment. He built the Jausak palace in Samarra and had it richly decorated with frescoes. His seven successors built other palaces and mosques there but the court returned to Baghdad in 892. Samarra was the new capital, therefore, for a mere fifty-six years. All that survives of it dates from this period, which is a great advantage from the archaeological point of view. The excavations revealed two large mosques, several palaces and large houses and a number of private dwellings which had belonged to high officials and courtiers.
The plan of the Balkuwara palace excavated at Samarra is different from any in Baghdad. Its outer walls formed an approximate square with each side over half a mile long, and along the central axis there were three courts of honour. There was an iwan and a cruciform throne-room from which a second iwan led into gardens along the banks of the Tigris. The gardens had ornamental ponds and a landing-stage. .On two sides of the third court and of the throne-room, the prince's apartments, the harem and the servants' quarters were built symmetrically around a number of inner courtyards. This plan was copied from al-Hira, the palace-camp of the Lakh-mides, a pre-Islam Arab dynasty formerly ruling in Iran. The inner walls of the hall and the rooms, both in the palace and
112n came to live in it and made it one of his favourite residences.   He enlarged it, added
